                          Conrad Kain and Phyllis Munday:

                                   Mount Robson (1924)

          “There! Lady! You are the first woman on the top of Mt.

           Robson” I said out loud “Thank Heaven!” for it was a

           four-year-old ambition at last achieved.

                                              Conrad Kain to Phyllis Munday                     

The first summit ascent of Mount Robson (then thought to be the highest mountain in BC) was done by Conrad Kain in 1913, and the dramatic nature of the climb is well recounted in Where The Clouds Can Go (Chapter 14). A read of ‘The Mt. Robson Adventure’ and ‘The First Ascent of Mt. Robson’ walks the curious reader into a mountain adventure that cannot but hold the imagination spellbound. Those who have studied the well wrought life of Kain often linger at his initial climb of Robson, and, in doing so, miss the rather tense and almost fatal climb he did of Mount Robson with Phyllis Munday and friends in 1924. The 1924 climb of Robson was not recorded in Where The Clouds Can Go, but Phyllis Munday wrote an account of the arduous trek, and it was published in Canadian Alpine Journal.

Phyllis and Don Munday are known as the dean and grand lady of mountaineering in the Coastal Range of BC. It was the Mundays that initiated the interest in Mount Waddington (higher than Robson), and they made many trips to the Waddington region from 1925-1940. Phyllis Munday: Mountaineer (2002) and A Passion for Mountains: The Lives of Don and Phyllis Munday (2006) tell the tale of their well lived lives in evocative depth and detail (the latter book being finer than the former).

Phyllis Munday wrote about the the Kain-Munday climb of Robson in 1924, and her article, ‘First Ascent of Mount Robson by Lady Members’,

was published, as mentioned above in the 1924 edition of Canadian Alpine Journal. The article recounts in graphic and not to be forgotten poignant images, the harrowing trip to the summit and the equally challenging descent to base camp. The article by Munday is well worth the read, and it fills in an often ignored trip to Robson that was led by Kain.

‘First Ascent of Mount Robson by Lady Members’ (pgs. 68-74) is Phyllis Munday at her literary, descriptive and artistic best. She was initially surprised, so she tells us, when Mr. Wheeler gave her the green light to do the ‘big climb’. Kain was the leader and guide on this ACC trip. The two groups rose at 2:30 am at the base of the south face route that Kain had established from the top down during his first ascent of the mountain 11 years before, and were well on their rock scrambling way by 3:30 am. It was an arduous trip upwards from the rocks to the many thin ledges and glacier. The ice axe of one of the guides went into a crevasse, and a couple hours were spent retrieving the axe and skirting some rather threatening glaciers. There was even a slip into a crevasse that took time for the recovery. It was Phyllis Munday that held firm as two members of her rope went into the ice blue crevasse. These accidents slowed up the pace, and it was not until ‘9:30 am we lunched on the rocks, about 10,500 feet, in sight of the great ice wall’. The summit of Robson was not reached until 4:30 pm, (followed shortly after by another roped party, which included the second woman to climb Robson, Anette Buck) and the care taken by Kain to get both groups to the peak took time. The group had been on the move for 13 hours when they bagged Robson’s alluring peak, and the descent had yet to be done.

‘On the glacier below we found our tracks all obliterated by heavy avalanche snow’ and Phyllis Munday, feeling like a spider on a thin rope filament, slipped over an ice edge, looking for the ‘first foothold’. Fortunately, her instincts were right, and the group roped down to the rocks. The day was thick with smoke from a fire and a storm was moving closer to Robson. Twilight and night were inching ever closer, and Kain decided to bivouac for the night about 10:30 pm at 9,500 feet. The climbing party had been on the mountain for 19 hours, and they were still far from base camp. ‘We were mighty thankful there was no rain or snow, as clouds were down on the glacier and all the shoulders and cliffs of the mountain were hidden’

The group was up and on the move by 3:30 am (24 hours after they had begun the trip), and they reached High Camp by 5:00 am. The trek downwards took them to Lake Kinney Camp by 8:00 am ‘where we prepared a good second breakfast’.  The group did not reach Main Camp until 2:00 pm. ‘having been on the go almost thirty-five hours’. 

Munday finished her article by saying ‘One is denied opportunity of studying the many interesting details of such a magnificent mountain when roped together, so that my ambition was then, and still is, to climb Mt. Robson again’. Don/Phyllis Munday never did climb Mount Robson again. Their attention turned to the Waddington Range so well described by Don Serl in The Waddington Guide: Alpine Climbs in one of the World’s Great Ranges (2003). It was Conrad Kain, though, that made it possible for Phyllis Munday to be ‘the first woman on the top of Mt. Robson’.

Phyllis Munday took a helicopter trip to the Waddington Range with Sir Edmund Hillary in 1955 (Canadian Alpine Journal: 1956), and when she was 87, a generous donor made it possible for her to fly to Waddington yet again to relive many a tender memory (Beautiful British Columbia: Spring 1983). If had not been for Conrad Kain the young Phyllis Munday (30 years old at the time) might never have been the first woman to climb Mount Robson, and both Kain and Munday should be recognized and honoured for their unique accomplishment on Robson’s white clad throne.
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